CHIAPTER XVII
TWO MONASTLRIES AND A PROCESSION

The Certosa—A Company of Uncles—The Celis—Machiavelli—Im-
pruneta—The della Robbias—Pontassieve—Pelago—Milton’s simile—
Vallombrosa—S. Gualberto—Prato and the Lippis—Tiie Grassina Albergo
—An American invasion—The Progession of the Dead Christ—My loss.

EVERY one who merely visits Florence holds it a duiy

to bring Home at least one flask of the Val d'Ema
liqueur from the Carthusian monastery four or five miles
distant from the city, not because that fiery distillation is
peculiarly attractive but because the vessels which contain
it are at once pretty decorations and evidences of travel
and culture. They can be bought in Flo.ence itself, it is
true.(at a shop at the corner of the Via de’ Cerretani, close
to thé Baptistery), but the Certosa is far too interesting
to miiss, if one has time to spaie from the city’s own
treasures. The t.ams start from the Mercato Nuavo and
come along the Via dell’ Arcivescovado to thé Baptistery,
and so to the Porta Romana and out into the hilly country.
The ride is dull and rather tiresome, for there is much
waiting at sidings, but the expedition becomes attractive
immediately the trem is left. There is then a short walk,
'il)rineipqlly up the'long narre-v approacl’ to the monastery
gates, outside which, when I was there, was sitting a

eggar at a stone table, waiting for the bowl of soup to
which all who ask are entitled.
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Passing within the courtyard you ring the bell oa the
right and enter the waltmg hall, from which, in the course
of tlme, when a sufficient party has heen gathe-_;, an elderly
monk in a white robe leads you away. dow many monks
there may be, I cannnt say ; but of the fe'v of whom I caught
a glimpse, all wece alike!in the possession of white beards
and all suggested uiicles in fancy dryss. Ours spoke good
French and was clearly o man of parts. Lulled by his
soothing descriptions I passed in & kind of dream through

this ancient abode of peace.

The Certosa dates from 1341 and was built and endowed
by a wealthy merchant na:ned Niccolo Acciaioli, after
whom the Lungarno Acciaioli is named. The members
c€th~ fa.nily are still buried here, ceriain of the tomb-
stones bearing dates of the present century. To-day it is
little but a show place, the cells of the monks being mostly
empty and the sale of the liqueur its principal reason for
existence. But the monks who are left take a pride in
their, church, which is attributed to Orcagna, and its pos-
sessions, among which come first the relief monuments of
early Accjaioli in the floor of one of the chapels—the
founder’s being perhaps also the work of Orcagna, while
that of his son Lorenzo, who died in 1858, is attributed
by our cicerone to Doratello, but by oth.rs to an unknown
hand. It is certainly very beautiful. These tombs are the
very reverse of those which we saw in S. Croce; for those
bear the obliterating traces of centuries of footsteps, so that
some are negrly flat with the stones, whereas these have
been railed off for ever and have lost nothing. The other
famous Certosa to.nb is that of Cardinal Angelo Acciaioli;
which, once given to Donatello, is now sometimes attri-
buted to Giuliano di Sangallo and somctimes tc hie son
Francesco.
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The Certosa has a few good pictures, but it is a8 a
monustery that it is most interesting : as one of the myriad
lonely convents of Italy,. which one sees so constantly from
the train, perched among the Apennines, and did not expect
ever t0 enter. The cloisters which surround the garden,
in the centre of which is a weli, and beneath which is’ the
distillery, are very-memorable, not only for their beauty
but for the sixty and more medallions of saints and evan-
gelists all round it by Giovarai della Robbia. Here the
monks have sunned themselves, and here been buned unese
five and a half centuries. Oie suite of rooms is shown, with
its own little private garden and no striking discomfort
except the hole in the wall by the bed, threugh which the
sleeper is awakened. From its balcony one seec the Fma
far below and hears the roar of a weir, and away in the dis-
tance is Florence with the Duomo and a third of Giotto's
Campanile visible above the intervening hills.

Having shown you all the sights the monk leads you
again to the entrance hall and bids you good-bye, with
murmurs of surprise and a hint of reproach, on discovering:
a coin in his hand, for- which, however, none the iess, he
manages in the recesses of his robe to find a place and you
are: then directed to the room where the llqueur, together
with sweets and picture post-cards, is sold by another
monk, assisted by a lay attendant, and the.visit to the
Certosa is over. !

The trawm that passes-the Certpsa continues along the
valley by thé Greve (a river which rises in Chianti) to
S. Ca:cmno/ where there is a point of interest in the
house ty which: Machiavelli retifed ‘n 1512, to give
himself ‘to Ezerature and to live that wonderful double
life—a peafantloafer by day in the fields and the
village inn, and 'at night, dressed in Lis noblest clothes,
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the cold, sagacious commentator on mankind. Bet at
S. Casciano I did not stop.

And farther still one comes to the village of Impruneta,
after climbing higher and higher, with lovely calm valley,
on either side coloured by silver olive groves and vivid
wheiit and maize, and stulded with white villas and vil-
lages and church towers. On the road every woman in
every doorway plaits str.w with rapid fingers just as if we
were in Bedfordshire. Impruneta is famous for its new
terrs-.otta vessels and its ancient della Robbias. For in
the church is some of Luca’s most exquisite work—an altar-
piece with a frieze of aerial rngels under it, and a stately
white saint or either side, and the loveliest decorated
eolumns “maginable; while in an adjoining chapel is a
Christ ¢cucified mourned by the most dignified and melan-
choly of Magdalens. Andrea della Robbia is here too,
and‘here also is a richly designed cantoria by Mino da
Fiesole. The village is not in the regular programme of
visitors, and Baedeker ignores it ; hence perhaps the excit-
ment which an errival from Florence causes, for the children
turn out in battalions. The church is very dirty, and so
indeed is everythmg else; but no amount of grime:'can
disguise the charm of th= cloisters.

The Certosa is a mere half-hour from Florence, lmpru-
neta an kour.and a half; but Vallombrosa asks a long day.
One can go by rail, changmg at Sant’ Ellero into the
expensive rack-and-pinibn car which climhs through the
vineyards to a point neaz.ths summit, and has, since it was
opened, brqught to the mountain so many pew resii-nts,
whose little v1llu5<cllng to the western slopes an:ong the
lizards, and, in summer, are smitten unbearably by. the sun. .
Rut the best way to visit the morastery: rnd the groves
is by road. A motor-car no.doubt makes little of the
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jowaey; but a carriage and pair such as I chartered at

Flor.nce for forty-ﬁve lire ;has to be away before seven,
and, allowing three hours on the top, is not back again
ontil the same hour in the evenmo, and tbis, the ancient
way, with the beat of eight hoofs in on~'s ears, is the right
way.

For several miles¢he road and the river—the Arno—run
side by side—and the railway clese by too—through-vener-
able villages whose inhabitant. derive their living eith~-
from the soil or the water, and amid viney~rds all the time.
Here and there a white villa is seen, but for the most part
this is peasants’ district: one such villa on the left, before
Pontassieve, having about it. and on each side of its drive,
such cypresses as ore seldom sees and only Gozzou or ...
Sargent could rightly paint, each in his own style. Not far
beyond, in a scrap of meadow by lhe road, sat a girl knittirg
in the morning sun—with a placid glance at us as we rat-
tled by ; and ten hours later, when we rattled past again,
there she still was, still knitting, in the evening sun, and
again her quiet eyes were just raised and drupped.

- At Pontassieve we stopped a while for coffee at an inn
at the corner of the square of pollarded limes, and while it
was preparing watched the little crambling town at work,
purticularly the ccoper opposite, whe was finishing 3 mas-
sive cack within whose recesses good Chianti is doubtless
now maturing ; .and then on the white road again, to the
tummg, a mile farther on, to the lelft, where one bids the
Arno farewell till the late 8f::..on. Steady climbing
now, qnnl theh a turn ta'the right and we see Pel~go before
us, perched on its cvags, and by and by cume to it—a tiny
town, with a cleap and allurmg inn, very different from
the squalor of Pantassieva : famous in art and particularly
Florentine art as being the birthplace of Lorer.zo Ghiberti,
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who made the Baptistery doors. From Pelago the . ad
descends with extreme steepress to a brook in a -ocky
vidley, at a bridge over which the real climb bigins, to go
steadily on (save for another swift drop before Tosi) untsi’
Vallombrosa is reached, winding through woods all the way,
chiéﬂy chestnut—tbose woods which gave Milton, who was
here in 1638, his fainoussimile.! The heat was now becom-
ing intense (it' was mia-Septeraber) and the horses were
anffering, and most of this last stage was done at walking
pace; vut such -was the exhilaration of the air, such the
delight of the aromas which the breeze continually
wafted from the woods, now sweet, now pungent, and
always refresling, that one felt no fatigue even though
.- "ing'wo. And so at last the mona.tery, and what was
at that moment better than anything, lunch.

« The beauty and joy of ‘Vallombrosa, I may say at once
are Nature's, not man’s. The monastery, which is now ¢
Government school of forestry, is ugly and unkempt; th¢
hotel is unattractive; the few people one meets want t
sell something or take you for a drive. But in an instant
in any direction one can be in the woods—and at this level
they are nine woods, soft underfoot and richly perfumed—
and a quarter of an hoar’s walking brings the view. ' Itis
then that you realizz you are on a mountain indeed.

14 Thick as leaves in Val'ombrosa * has come to be the form of words
as most people quote them. ! But Milton wrot-*(* Paradise Lost,” Book L.

4 G “ He called

Has legions, angel-forms, who lay entranc 4

Thick as autumnal leaves that strew the broc's

In Vallo.nbrosa where the Etrurian chaces,

High over-arched, embower.”
‘Vordsworth, by the way, when he visited Va'llmb.osa witih Crabt.
Robinson in 1837, wrote an inferior poem therc, .a a rather common
metre, in honour of Milton's association writh it,
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Fle ence is to the north-west in the long Arno valley,
whic1 is here precipitous and narrow. The river is far
below—if jou slipped vou would slide into it—fed ly
tambling Apennine streams from both walls. The top of
the muuntain is heathery like Scotland. and open ; but not
long will it be so, for everywher. are the fenced paralielo-
grams which indicate that a villa is to beerected. Nothing,
however, can change the mountaiL air or the glory of the
surrounding heights.

Another view, unbroken Ly villas but includiug the
monastery and the Foresters Hotel in the immediate fore-
ground, and extending as far rs Florence itself (on suitable
days), is obtained from Il Paradisino, a white building on
a ledge which one sees from the hotel above the n.onas*-- .
But that is not by any means the top. The view covers
much of the way by which we came hither.

Of the monastery of Vallombrosa we have had foreshadow-
ings in Florence. We saw at the Accademia two exquisite
portraits by Fra Bartolommeo of Vallombrosan mnnks,
We saw at the Bargello the remains of a wonderful frieze
by Benedetto da Rovezzano for the tomb of the founder of
the order, S. Giovanni Gualberto; we shall see at S. Mini-
atr scenes in the saint’s life on the site of the ancient chapel
wnere the crucifixebent and blessed him. As-the hea;d of
the monastery Gualberto was famois for the severity and
thoronghness of £his dlsclplme. Bct though a martinet as
an abbot, persorally he was humbl: and mild. His advice
on all kiuds of mnatters is said - L .7e been invited even by
kingsead popes. He invented the system of ley brothers
to help with th domestic work of the cunvent; and after
a life of holiness,\which comprised several miracles, he died
in 1073 and wa: Lubseq*ently canonized.

The monastery, as I have said, is now sectlarized, save
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for the chape , where three resident monks perform ser -ice.
One may wander through its rooms and see in the refec .ory,
bqnepth portrajts of famous brothers, the tabl:s now laid
for young foresters. The museum of forestry is interesting
to those interested jn museums of forestry.

It was to the monastery ~1v Vallombrosa that the Brown-
ings travelled in 1848 when Mrs. Browning was ill. But
the abbot could not bn_a.k the rules in regard to women,
and after five days they haa *o return to Florence. Brown.
ing uscd to play the organin he chapel, as, it is said, Milton
had done two centuries earlier.

At such a height and with only a short season the hotel
proprietors must do what they can, and prices do not rule
I~ A Jeparting American was eyeing his bill with a
rueful glance as we were leaving. “Milton had it wrong,”
he said to me (with the froemasonry of the plucked, for I
knew him not), “ what he meant was, ‘thick as thieves’.”

We returned by way of Sant’ Ellero, the gallant horses
trotting steadily down the hill, and then beside the Arna
once more all the way to Florence. It chanced to be a
great day in the city—September 20th, the anniversary or
the final defeat of papal temporal power, in 1870—:which
we were not sorry to n_ve missed, the first tidings con.ing
to us from the beautiful tower of the Palagzo Vecchio which
in honort of the occasion had been picked out wita fair)
lamps.

Among the excurslp[m which I think onght to be made
if one is in Florence f." -~ iustifying length of (ime is a
visit to Pratg. This ancient town one should sce for
several reasons : fcr its age and for its val's; for its great
piazza (with a pile of vividly dyed yarn ja the midst) sur-
.ounded by arches under which coppersni'ths hammer aii
day at shiring rotund vessels. while ‘their wives plait
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strov; for Filippino Lippi's exquisite Madonna in a
ni“tle mural shrine ‘at the narrow end of the piazza, which
a woman (fetched by a crowd of ragged boys) will unlo \k
for threepence; and for the cathedral, with Filippino’s
dissolvte father's frescoes in it, the Salome being one of
the most interesting pre-Bottice'li scenes in Italian art.” If
only it had its colour what a wonder of lightness and
bezuty this still would be! But. probably most people are
attracted to Prato chiefly by 7 onatello and Michelozao’s
outdoor pulpit, the frieze of which is a kind of p.cntice
work for the famous cantoria in the museum of the cathedral
at Florence, with just such weanton boys dancing round it.

On a Good Friday evening in the lovely dying light of
April some years ago, I was taken by tram to Gras~--
to see the famous procession of the Gesi Morto. The
number of people on the same ~rrand having thrown ont
the tram service, we had very long waits, while the road was
thronged with other vehicles; and the result was I was
tired enough—having been standing all the way—when
Grassina was reached, for festivals six miles cut of Florence
ui seven in the evening aisarrange good habits. But a few
pence.#pent in the albergo on bread and cheese and wine
soor restored me. A queer caverl. of a place, this inn,
wich rofxgh tables. rows and rows of wine flasks, a.pd an
open firz behind the bar, tended b an old womaa, from
which everythmfr’ goad to eat proc:aded rapidly without
dismay—rosst chicken aud fish in perticular. A strapping
oirl with lagh chieek bomes and ~ *.oad dark comely face
wa.sher‘ nlates and glasses assiduously, and twoe waiters, with
eyes gs near tojcthe:” as mopkeys' servid the customers
with bewildering \ntelligence. It was the sort of inn that
izx England woul\throw up its hands if you asked even
for cold beef.
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The piazza of Grassina, which, although merely a vi)age,
is enterprising enough to have a cinenatoscope hallf was
f/1l of stalls given chiefly to the preparation and .ale of
cake like the Dutch wafelen, and among the stalls were
conjurors, cheép-jaecks, singers, and dice throwers; while
evety moment brougzht its fiesh motor-car or carriage load,
nearly all speaking English with a nesal twang. Mean.
while every one shouted, the naphtha flared, the dr=ms
beat, the horses champed The street was full too, chiefly
of pecsants, but among th. m myriad resolute American
virgins, in motor veils, whon. noching can ever surprise;
a few American men, sceptical, as ever, of anything ever
happening; here and there a‘diffident Englishwoman and
¥nolishir an, more in the background, hut destined in the
end to'see all. But what I chiefly noticed was the native
girls, with their proud bosoms carried high and nothing
on their heads. They at any rate know their own future.
No rushing over the globe for them, but the simple natural
home life and children.

In the gloom the younger girls in white muslin were
like pretty ghosts, each followed by a solicitous mothe.
glvmg a touch here and a touch there—mothers whq once
wore muslin too, will wear it no more, and are now h.ppy
in pride in their daughters. And verv little gxrls too. —
mere tqts—wearmg wings, who very socn were to join the
procession, as angels,

And all the while t! e darknes: -vas growing and on the
hill where the church s ands lights were bemumur to move
about, in_ that mysterlous way which torche: have ~vhen a
processxon is bemg thobilized, while all tae villas vu the
hills around had their rows of candles. ‘

And thea the shifting flames came grac uaily into.a mass
and took a steady upward progress, and the melancholy
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stre ns of an ancient ecclesiastical lamentation reached our
uste ing ears.  As the lights drew nearer I left the bank
wherv all the Mamies and Sadies with their Mommas we e
stationed and walked down into the river valley w0 meet
the vanguard. On the bridge 1 found a little band of
Roman soldiers on horseback, #ithout stirrups, and had a
few words with one of them as to his anachronistic cigar-
ette, and then the first torches ar-ived, cerried by proud
little boys in red ; and after th . torches the little girls in
muslin veils, which were, hov cver, for the most p»~%-dis-
arranged for the better .ecosnition of relations and even
more perhaps for recognition by relations: and very pretty
this recognition was on botk sides. And then the village
priests in full canonicals, looking a little self-conscinne-
and after them the dead Christ on a litter carricd by a
dozen contadini who had a gocd deal to say to each other
as they bore Him.

This was the same dead Christ which had been lying in
state in the church, for the past few days, to be worshipped
and kissed by the peasantry. I had seen a similar image
.t Settignano the day before and had watched how the
men took it. They began by standing in groups in the
piazza, gossipping. Then two or three would break away
ard make for the church. There, all among the women
and children, half-shyly, half-defiantly, they pecked at the
pl'é.ster flesh and :étugned to resume the conversation in the
piazza with A new sere.i*y and corfidence in their hearts.

After thc Gerd Christ came a tri imphal car of the very
little rirls with wings, signitying I know not what, but
inteusely saisfy.ng to the onlookers. - Ore little wet-nosed
cherub I 'patted, o chubby and innocent she was; and
Heaven seénd tha’ \the imoulse profited e! This car was
drawn by an anc.ent white horse, amiable and tractable asa
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saint, but as bewildered as I as to the meaning of the w 10le
strange business. After the car of angels a stalwart Jody
of white-vestmented singers, sturdy fellows with black
moustaches' who had been all day among the vines, or
steering placid white oxén through the furrows, and were
now lifting their voices in' a miserere. And after them
the painted plaster Virgin, carried as npright as po-ible,
and then more torches and the wailing band ; and after
the band another guard ot Roman soldiers,
ach was the Grassina pre-ession. It passed slowly and
solemnly through the town .roni the hili and up the hill
again ; and not soon shall I forget the mournfulness of the
music, which qothing of tawdriness in the constituents
of the procession itself could rid of lmpressweness and
beauty: One thing is certain—all processions, by day or
night, should first descend - hill and then ascend one. Al
should walk to melancholy strains. Indeed, a joyful pro-
cession becomes an impossible thought after this.
And then I sank luxuriously into a corner seat in the
waifing tram, and, seeking for the return journey’s fare,
found that during the proceedings my purse had beeu

stolen.





